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Zidane. A 21st Century Portrait - Douglas Gordon & Philippe Parreno (2006) 
 
 
As ‘video art’ gives way to ‘filmic art’, it seems that video’s activist legacy has yielded to 
the entertaining distractions of the image-world. The documentary is a case in point. It 
was a prime weapon in video art’s avant-garde weltenschauung (world view), when video 
technology was combined with the documentary form to elicit a more authentic 
engagement with the real. Groups such as the Raindance Corporation, Radical Software 
and the Black Audio Collective, and artists like Jeremy Deller and Akram Zaatari have 
adopted the documentary’s putative alliance with ‘truth’ to buttress radical agendas. This 
has included the desire to give the ‘people’ a greater sense of control over their own 
mediation and offering viewpoints opposed to the ideological expectations of global 
mainstream networks. However, as befitting the post-avant-garde generation, Douglas 
Gordon and Philippe Parreno seem to do the opposite in Zidane (2006), because they 
don’t undermine media and celebrity as much as intensify its effects. Indeed, Zidane’s 
hyper-mediatisation appears to embrace the spectacle in all its glory. However, it would 
be hasty to write this film off as a propaganda piece, for it proposes a sophisticated and 
thought provoking engagement with today’s pervasive mediated public sphere and its 
impact on our understanding of self and society. 
 
‘A 21st century Portrait’ is the decisive subtitle in Zidane, which is fundamentally about 
the mediation of celebrity. In the world of international football only David Beckham is 
more famous than Zidane. The latter’s reputation was assured when he single-handedly 
destroyed the mighty Brazilian team in the 1998 World Cup Final. A big hulking type, 
Zidane’s playing style with Real Madrid is more Rolls Royce than Ferrari. He is strong 
on the ball and a formidable goal-scoring midfielder with exquisite skills and a lethal 
finish. The film focuses on his participation in a 2005 club match between Real Madrid 
and Villareal. Douglas Gordon is well qualified for the job given his propensity to bend 
and distort cinematic form like a readymade. In this innovative experiment he and 
Parreno trained 17 cameras on their star in scenes transmitted by television cameras, 
35mm film and other high definition visual modes. This intense surveillance can be 
disorientating at times because of the plethora of extreme close-ups, pull-backs, zooms, 
bird’s eye views and tracking shots. The soundtrack mostly comprises Spanish football 
commentaries, spoken quotes, pitch noises and Mogwai’s mood music. 
 
Zidane seems worthy of such scrutiny because he has an enigmatic appeal. He is a quiet, 
unassuming, and impassive personality, but is also known to blow his cool at times - in 
spectacular ways. He was the player of the tournament in the 2006 World Cup because 
his return to vintage form was instrumental in getting France to the final. Yet, in that vital 
game, he inexplicably lost his composure and was sent off after head butting an opponent 
(in the stomach!). He therefore ruined any chance his country had of taking the prize and 
ended a glorious career in disgrace. Yet, such was the esteem in which he was held that 
the Italian defender who provoked the attack was ashamed because he had brought such a 
great player to demean himself in this way. 
 
In Zidane the main narrative develops according to the progress of the game. Zidane 
begins modestly and touches off passes here and there while patrolling the back half as a 
defensive midfielder. The doco resembles a wildlife documentary at times with Zidane as 
the leonine football athlete who scans the action, looking for an opportunity to pounce as 
the pack of players run the ball from end to end. As the game progresses he begins to 
push up the pitch more and when Real Madrid go a goal down he exerts an even greater 
influence. His major impact on the contest is enacted when he provides a sublime cross 
that leads to Real’s equalising goal. Real then take the lead before Zidane is sent off for 
becoming entangled in an off-the-ball incident.  
 
Gordon and Parreno claim that they were influenced by Warhol’s ‘real-time’ portraits, 
but Zidane is much more than simply leaving a camera running in front of a self-
conscious guest. Initially, we expect to discern a conventional narrative that will reveal 
Zidane’s psychological ‘portrait’. We wonder about his private thoughts and motivations 
– how he makes decisions on the field, how he responds to the intense scrutiny of the 
media spectacle, and what it is about his actions on the field that makes him a football 
prodigy. However, it soon becomes apparent that there is a larger game at stake, which 
celebrates a different kind of portrait. The recurring presence of television monitors 
coupled with a bewildering array of zooming and tracking shots, shifting focuses, 
medium-wide shots and extreme close-ups announces that this is a portrait about 
mediation. Accordingly, the protagonist’s self-absorption on the field is a metaphor for 
the self-absorption of the global media sphere. This last realm possesses temporal modes 
that are constituted by replays, slow motion, edited sequences and montages. This 
chiasmatic circle is manifested by Zidane’s comments about the temporal disjunction of 
the image-universe and its effects on consciousness: ‘The game, the event, is not 
necessarily experienced or remembered in ”real time”’ and ‘Memories of games and 
events are fragmented’. 
 
This convergence between mediated and psychological portraits if we assume that the 
scrutiny offered by hyper-mediation will somehow reveal an authentic portrait of ‘Zidane 
the man’. This is because we discover very little about the ‘real’ Zidane and a lot about 
the nature of truth when it is construed through the universe of mediation. As Tim Griffin 
argues, Zidane is ‘The individual immersed in his own mediation, never viewed apart 
from all his representations and attendant commentaries.’ (ArtForum, Sept., 2006) 
Gordon and Parreno therefore suggest that a mediated world mostly reveals the truth 
about itself (as a flow of illuminated data), rather than offering a convincing explanation 
about the motivations that drive human behaviour. 
 
As the game progresses Real Madrid take a 2-1 lead and the inscrutable Zidane fails to 
celebrate this achievement with anything more than a limp hand slap with Roberto 
Carlos. With three points in the bag, Zidane then make the inexplicable decision to 
become involved in a dispute that has absolutely nothing to do with him. His intervention 
leads to a red card, and so the film ends on an anti-climactic note. Zidane remains a 
mystery, and like all of us, behaves in ways that will never be adequately explained, even 
if mediated from 100 different angles and displayed in four temporal modes. This is a 
long was away from a traditional art portrait but it is also not the self that Hal Foster has 
claimed is ‘all image and no interiority’. Instead, Gordon and Parreno reveal that our 
relationship with a mediated world is a complex affair, and that ultimately, the most 
critical information in the film is in the subtext - Zidane’s portrait of mediated celebrity 
in the 21st century configures a precarious consciousness embedded in a fictionalised 
reality. 
 
 
 
 
